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I n the three decades since Martin 
Luther King Jr. was shot to death 
in Memphis, scores of books and 
articles have questioned whether 
James Earl Ray, King's killer, was 
* — t of a !aig^omr ; “' ’ 

[’’anniversary’ of 

4 King's death, best-selling author 
Gerald Posner (“Case Closed,” “Cit- 
izen Perot”) attempts to prove that 
Ray was a classic lone gunman in 
“Killing the Dream ” • • 

•l * 1 * * If that phrase, “lone gunman,” 
sounds familiar, it's the term Posner 
| . used to describe Lee Harvey Oswald 
: in his controversial 1994 Kennedy 
, assassination study, “Case Closed.” 
^.TTiere Posner not only refected the 
many conspiracy theories surround- 
ing JFK’s murder, but he also tried 
to debunk some of the highly sup- 
ported findings of the U.S. House of 
Representatives Select Committee 
on Assassinations, which had in turn 
debunked the Warren Commission 
report accepting the “lone gunman” 
theory. 

Now Posner attempts to discount 
the theory that King’s murder was 
plotted by anyone except Ray. In the 
process, he paints such a detailed 
portrait of Ray and his pathetically 
criminal family that by the end, the 
reader is more interested in Ray the 
human being than whether Ray act- 
ed alone. 

Posner traces Ray through his 
dirt-poor Illinois childhood to a fam- 
ily with a century-long history of 


crime and brigandry. Ray’s father 
was a sneak thief arid forger who 
admired crooks with vision. Two of 
his brothers are convicted felons, i 
One sister was mentally ill; his 
• mother was an alcoholic and unsuc- 
cessful prostitute. . 

Given’ the background sketched 
by Posner, it is hardly surprising that 
Ray was a poor student 'who drifted 
into delinquency at an early age, or 
that his brief stint in the r Army served 
primarily as an introduction to 
black-market rackets, 4 smuggling 
and organized crime. It is also hard- 
ly a shock that adolescence in- a 

inculcated him with a mindless, 
brooding racism that would shape 
the most infamous event in his life. 

When Ray was mustered out of 
the Army after going AWOL in Ger- 
many, Posner reports; he ' returned 
to an escalating seried of small 
crimes and, after stays in several 
state and federal lockups, graduated 
to Missouri State Penitentiary in Jef- 
ferson City. There Ray honed his 
’ skills as a crook; smuggling drugs ‘ 
and other contraband. He also 
earned a reputation for racism, Pos- 
ner writes, and was involved in sev- 
eral unsuccessful escape attempts 
before he finally managed to break 
out in April 1967 - little more than 
a year before King’s murder. 

Ray's life becomes more interest- 
ing as Posner follows his escape 
from Jefferson City - but its mean- 
derings become far less clear. Ray 
claims he was enlisted to kill King by 
an international criminal he knew 
only as “Raoul,” who originally 
tapped him to do a series of smug- 
gling jobs in Canada and Mexico. 
After a series of minor misadven- 
tures, Ray turned up in Memphis at 
just the right time and place to kill 
King with a -single shot from a rifle 
he had only recently purchased. 



Three days after Ray pled guilty to assassinating King, he recanted and 
asked for a new trial. 


* iv - i * * »• T 

Ray was picked up a couple of murder falls back on the simple 
months later in England while ap- premise that, had one existed, its 
„parentlyi, preparing : to«emigrate~to 'organizers^ would -have had Ray 
Rhodesia. His identification and ar- killed by now simply to shut him up 
rest appear to have been largely a "Professional conspirators,” says 
Duke. Ray claims that his .eventual Posner, “could never be safe so long 
conviction as King’s killer resulted as Ray lived, and he would have 
from bad legal advice, and he has little incentive not to turn them in 
been fighting for a new trial ever to authorities in order to win his 
since. • 0 wn coveted freedom." *‘- 


While Ray's contradictory stories 
about the shadowy Raoul are diffi- 
cult to accept, Posner fails to come 
up with any real prpof that the mys- 
. terious conspirator did not exist. In- 
stead, he. simply points out that 
some of Raoul's actions - for exam- 
ple, paying Ray more to smuggle 
goods into Mexico than to bring 
them into more tightly patrolled 
Canada — seem unlikely for a true 
international crook. 

He also notes that some of Ray’s 
actions, including acquisition of a 
collection of cameras and photo- 
graphic equipment, seem less likely 
part of an assassination plot than 
schemes to engage in other criminal 
activity. "Given [the equipment's) 
sophistication and the money he 
spent," Posner writes, "a more likely 
explanation is that Ray was buying it 
for his own freelance venture into 
the porno business." 

Finally, however, Posner's effort 
to disprove a conspiracy in the King 


However, Ray was no criminal 
mastermind. It is hard to understand 
how he could have prepared for and 
committed the crime - or have 
come so close to escaping capture - 
without assistance from profession- 
als. On the other hand, given Ray’s 
demonstrably limited intelligence, 
it would not be too difficult for oth- 
er members of a conspiracy to keep 
him from learning enough about 
them to become dangerous. 

As for his longevity, why would 
Raoul and other conspirators — if 
they exist - need to shut Ray up? 
Ray has been talking about the con- 1 
spiracy for 30 years, and, despite 
dozens of investigations, nobody 
has come up with enough evidence I 
to confirm or deny its existence. 

To that legion of unsuccessful 
investigators, you can now add Ger- 
ald Posner. ■ 


Bill Wallace is on the staff of The 
Chronicle. „ , * 




